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KEYNOTE ADDRESSES
DOLORES HUERTA AND PETER EDELMAN
MS. DOLORES HUERTA: In talking about all of the things that
create poverty and of course many of those are based on racism, I
want to use the Farm Workers as an example -I think if you go to
college you can get an ethnic studies program or labor studies, or a
Women's Studies program, but unfortunately the majority of our
population do not get to go to college and so we have this kind of
mass ignorance. This, of course, affects all of our population. In
terms of our Latino population in the farm worker children, they
often must think, "Why is it that our parents are so poor?" When
we think of the work that farm workers do, that they put the food
on our table every single day, and we have breakfast, we have
lunch, we have dinner, right? Farm workers are the ones that put
that food on our table and yet we look at their situation when they
are the most underpaid people in our society and the worst treated.
It was created by laws, because way back in 1935, when they passed
the National Labor Relations Act, they left out the farm workers
with three little words that said, "except agricultural workers." We
had a press conference once here in San Francisco, and a past
president of the Farm Bureau Federation was asked by a reporter,
"Why did the Farm Bureau oppose the inclusion of the farm
workers in that national law?" His answer was, "Because they were
Mexicans and coloreds." Because they were Mexicans and
coloreds -that was his answer.
Not only then did the farm workers get left out of that national
labor law that allowed all farm workers to organize into their own
organizations, which we know are called unions, right? They were
left out of that, but then they were left out of the Fair Labor
Standards Act, they were left out of unemployment insurance, they
were left out of the Worker's Compensation Acts, and all of the
social labor legislation that protects workers in our country. The
farm workers were left out of those laws.
When we were first starting to organize farm workers, one of
the farm workers said, "You know, they will put a man on the moon
before farm workers get unemployment insurance in California."
And we did.
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We put a man on the moon before farm workers got
unemployment insurance. Today we are talking about putting a
man on Mars, and if we look at the United States, our whole
country, the vast majority of the states, do not have unemployment
insurance for farm workers. In fact, most of them do not even have
worker's compensation. If farm workers in the Southern states or
the Midwestern states get injured, it is tough. They do not get any
kind of disability payment for their injuries; they do not receive any
kind of assistance for the time that they are off of work. They are
just out of luck. Many of our states actually have a separate
minimum wage for farm workers that is actually lower than the
federal minimum wage, and while we see that that wrong that was
done 70-some years ago, it is still going on today. It is still going on
today.
In California we did get unemployment insurance, finally,
when Jerry Brown was elected the governor of California in 1975.
This is after Ronald Reagan vetoed unemployment insurance three
times in a row after it had passed the state legislature. So when you
see all these big kudos about Reagan, about what a great guy he
was, remember that. Remember that little point right there. And by
the way, today is Jerry Brown's birthday, for those people that care,
okay? Today, April 7th is Jerry Brown's birthday.
Another example of racism ties into when laws are passed and
how that process affects people. One of the greatest things that we
got in our first union contracts back in 1966 was toilets in the fields.
Farm workers did not have toilets. They did not have cold drinking
water. You would have a whole crew that drank out of one beer can
or soda can, so you would have 40 people drinking out of one can.
One of the things that we put into our contracts is that the workers
not only had to have fresh, cold, drinking water, but they also had
to have individual cups. Plus, the toilets had to be clean, they had to
be separate for men and women, and you had to have soap and
towels, and water for the workers to wash their hands. Can you
imagine the people that are picking your food every day, if they do
not have this? There is no car wash out there in the fields, folks.
The way that the fruit and the vegetables are packed in the field is
the way they go directly to your supermarket. We got that in our
union contracts and in our farm workers' contracts in 1966, and we
finally got it into the California law under the Industrial Welfare
Commission laws.
At the federal level, we did not pass toilets for farm workers
until 1985, and the Farm Bureau opposed it. The Farm Group
Federation opposed getting those toilets in the fields. When we
think about the measure of workers and what people are worth, I
like to tell students when I speak at campuses, "If you had to be on a
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deserted island, like in Survivor - that television program,
Survivor - and you could only take one person with you, who
would you take with you - a farm worker or an attorney?"
That kind of brings it into focus, right? As you know, we have
been struggling to make lives better for farm workers, and we were
able to get the Agriculture Labor Relations Act in California finally,
but the thing that really helped farm workers was, of course, when
we had that famous grape boycott, when we had fourteen million
Americans who would not eat grapes. Many of your mothers and
fathers did not let you eat grapes and you did not know why -that
was why-so that farm workers could get a medical plan and a
pension plan and some of the other things that you heard about.
The laws - they keep coming down and we have all of these
anti-Latino, anti-immigrant laws. Of course we have Proposition
187 that was passed, right? While Proposition 187 was eventually
overturned in the courts, many provisions of Proposition 187
actually became law because they took pieces of Proposition 187.
There were laws that we passed way back in the days of the
Community Service Organization in 1961 to give legal residents old
age pensions and public assistance, and now many of those laws
that we passed back in the 1960s have restrictions on them so that
they really do not cover all legal resident immigrants the way that
they did.
Then, of course, we had Proposition 209 that passed, and this
was to get rid of affirmative action. This not only affected African-
Americans and Latinos, but it also affected women because the laws
in California, before Prop 209 was passed and before Governor
Wilson single-handedly got rid of affirmative action in the state,
actually had provisions in the state law that the state had to give a
certain percentage of contracts - of public contracts - to women and
to people of color, to minorities. That of course was eliminated.
Two of my eleven children are professionals. One of them is a
doctor, Dr. Fidel Huerta, and he was able to get into medical school
through affirmative action. But when we went to take his medical
boards, nobody could take those for him, right? He had to take his
own tests and his own boards. My son Fidel works for the Kern
County Hospital in one of the clinics there. My son Emilio Huerta is
an attorney, and he also got into school to become an attorney
through affirmative action, and again he had to pass his bar, right?
Nobody else could take that bar exam for him. We have seen the
numbers of Latino and African-American professionals that have
dropped drastically.
Then in California we have Proposition 227, and this is the
proposition that said you cannot teach children in the Spanish
language, essentially putting an end to bilingual education, except
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for some schools that managed to organize and get around that to
do Spanish emersion schools. One of my daughters is a teacher, and
she teaches in Los Angeles. She has 31 children, none of whom can
speak English, and she is prohibited from teaching her children in
the Spanish language.
Then we add that to the No Child Left Behind provisions, as
have been brought down by the federal government, and all of the
testing that these poor teachers have to do. So many of these
children that are being tested cannot even speak the English
language properly, read, or write, and they are being left, of course,
further and further behind. So I guess all children are being left
behind with that law.
They keep coming. They keep coming. As if this were not
enough, we now see that they are getting signatures to put another
initiative on the ballot, which will be another Prop 187. It will be an
anti-immigrant initiative. They just had this in Arizona. It was
called Save Arizona Now. They are now gathering signatures to put
a similar initiative on the special election in November.
I was on my way to a Migrant Ed conference in El Centro about
a month or so ago, and on the radio I heard two hours of a diatribe
against Mexicans. "You cannot go to the hospital and get taken care
of because you have got so many Mexicans that you could die in the
emergency room before a doctor could get to you. These Mexicans
that are coming across the border are all taking our jobs." We see
more of this anti-immigrant propaganda right now against Latinos.
Now I am going to quote someone here. He was a very well
liked famous poet among the Latino community, named Jose
Antonio Burciaga. He coined a saying that all of the Latino youth
really love, but I want to share it with the rest of you. His saying
was "We didn't cross the border, the border crossed us."
That is just to remind people that the Latinos are really the
indigenous peoples of the continent, that we are not strangers, that
we are the indigenous people of the continent.
How do we fight this racism? I think one of the saddest things
is that in our educational system, we are not taught what the
contributions are of people of color. The fact that this country was
built on slavery, first the slavery of the Native Americans, that
created so much of the wealth, and then of course all of the millions
of Africans that were brought to this country. We still, to this day,
do not respect our Native Americans. We do not even think in
terms of saying thank you for this land that we are sitting on. We
look at our Native American population-with the exception of
those tribes that happen to have casinos -we see that the majority of
our Native American population is in very dire poverty straits.
They have the highest infant mortality rates, the highest tubercular
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disease rates, and the highest suicide rates, and yet we seem to
ignore that.
Again we look at our African-American population. We have
never done anything in terms of reparations. When we walk down
the street and we see the way that our original peoples are treated,
what does this say about us as we reflect upon this as a society?
There are things I think that we could do for reparations if we really
made that any kind of a goal. What about if all Native Americans
were able to get a free education to any college of their choice, and
have their tuition paid? The same thing could be done for African-
Americans in this country, and we have done nothing in terms of
repaying them for building our society. Of course it is not limited to
that, and we can go on in terms of speaking about the contributions
of Asians.
I saw a good sign the other day up there near the Cesar Chavez
Memorial in Tehachapi where there is this engineering feat they call
the loop, where a train comes in and a train comes out and many
people go up there and see that great engineering accomplishment.
They finally put up a little sign there-it is a little, bronze plaque-
that says there were 3,000 Chinese laborers that helped build that
loop. This again is something that we do not include in any of our
California history that needs to be included. Also, what we did to
the Japanese when we put them into concentration camps needs to
be included. And the Oriental Exclusion Act that passed-a
miscegenation law that said Asians could not marry Caucasians-
which resulted in so many of the Filipinos that came to this country
never being able to marry and have families, needs to be included.
The thing is that we have all of these sins that we have
committed against the immigrants and against the native peoples of
our country, and yet as a nation we are almost in denial, like it never
happened. What does this do to our young people? It seems like
we are becoming more involved in wealth and assets, and so many
people of color are being left behind in our society. We have so
many of our white population, especially our children, that, not
knowing any of this history, really must think that somehow-
because you are Caucasian- somehow you are better than other
people. I mean, they grow up with this idea and they do not even
realize that they are still benefiting in terms of privilege from all of
the work that many other people did that came before them.
Then we have our minority kids-and I speak at many
conferences with Latino children and youngsters and just try to get
them to have some self-esteem. Because what do these children of
farm workers think when they are out there and they see how poor
their parents are and they have no idea that the reason that their
parents are poor is because their employers do not pay them
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enough, and that farm workers are still struggling to get a better
education.
I think that we have to really acknowledge some of these sins of
the past. We have to fight to include this history -this is the real
history of America -in our classes from Kindergarten through 12th
grade, and start fighting for them, and start fighting for people at
our boards of education that will not only think in terms of teaching
the history of America - the European history - but the entire
history of the United States and how our country was built.
We are the leaders of the world -the United States of America,
we are the leaders of the world -and when we look at our world
population, 75 percent of the world population is of color. Seventy-
five percent. Only 25 percent of our population is Caucasian. If we
are the leaders of the world then we have got to be able to not only
relate to the minorities in our own country, but then also be able to
relate to the people of color in other countries. I do not think that
the war we have in Iraq would have been possible if that would
have been a white population. I think that people accepted that
because they were Arabic and they were brown, and so therefore
the government can get away with the lies that they have been
telling and the suspicions.
One of the reasons, too, is that we continue to have suspicions
of each other. You read about the children, for instance, and all of
this gang violence -you have kids that are afraid of each other that
do not even know each other as well as adults that are afraid of each
other.
I remember once coming from an event in Sacramento and
walking through that little park there by the Convention Center and
this woman came running towards me - this Anglo woman was
running towards me very fast-and she scared me. I saw these
three young black men walking through the park and so I went up
to them and I said, "Can I walk with you through this park?" and
they said, "Sure, come on."
When we got to the end of the park, this woman was standing
there, and she said to me, "Why did you get away from me? Didn't
you see that I wanted you to walk with me through the park?
Didn't you see those black men over there?" And I told her, "Lady,
I was afraid of you."
But it is this fear that we have of each other when we do not
even know each other. We really have to -I think we have to really
think very, very strongly, "How do we create integration?"
I was very fortunate because I grew up in Stockton, California,
not too far from here, and the family on the left side was an Italian
family, they were immigrants from Italy. We had a Greek family
that lived kitty-corner. The Smith Family, African Americans on
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one side. We had the Lampitoc's, the Filipino family. The Wong's.
The Ishikawa's. We were all one neighborhood. We had a family
from Afghanistan in our neighborhood. We had Native Americans.
We had the "Okie" kids, the kids that just came in from Arkansas
and Oklahoma. Everybody there in that neighborhood was poor. I
learned how to eat with chopsticks when I was seven years old. We
ate each other's foods and we visited each other's homes, and it was
really wonderful because I think living in that really integrated
neighborhood prepared me for the work that I have done ever since
then.
I feel very sorry for people that do not know each other, for
people that do not have friends that are of other ethnic groups, and
somehow we have got to make a concerted effort to see how we
create integration? How can we create integration so that people are
not afraid of each other? I think that we have got to pressure our
institutions, our churches, our other organizations, to make sure that
we not only have racial integration but we have class integration,
and of course gender balance. We must also make sure that we
have women up there in every single position, on every single board
where important decisions are being made, because I like to say, if
women are not in the places where the decisions are being made,
they are making the wrong decisions.
We do not have to follow the traditional forces of separation
that have made us live separately and in the segregated way that we
now live today. When people of color move into an area, real estate
values drop. We know that this is done by whom-by the realtors
and the banks, and it is done in a way to keep people separated
from each other. We do not have to go along with that. We can
change that. We do have the power to make those changes. We
have to learn how to organize and to get together.
One thing about Cesar Chavez, when he organized, he was able
to make these incredible changes for farm workers - of which
everybody said, "It cannot be done. The growers are too rich." I
remember the first conversation that Cesar and I had when we were
talking about organizing farm workers, and he said, "We will never
see a national union in our lifetime." And I said, "Why, Cesar?" He
said, "Because the growers are too rich, they are too powerful, and
they are too racist." Of course he was right. But the thing is that we
organized with the work that we did. There were only the three of
us that started - it was Cesar, his wife Helen, and myself. Cesar had
$7,000 in the bank. He had eight children at that time. I had seven
children. I was going through one of my divorces with seven
children. Yet we went ahead and we started this organization with
the three of us. The first march was to Sacramento-when we left
Delano there were sixty seven people, and when we got to the
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capital there were 10,000.
In the grape boycott, fourteen million Americans stopped
eating grapes. So we know that we can do this. When we were on
the grape boycott, I remember this one farm worker called me and
said, "Seftora Huerta, they just took the grapes off the store," and I
said, "What's the name of the store?" He said, "I don't know." I
said, "Read the sign." He said, "I can't read the sign." I said,
"Why?" He said, "I can't read. I can't read." I said, "Well, ask
somebody what the name of the store is." But the thing that I
reflected upon was that this farm worker who could not read and
write, was willing to go all the way to New York City and to stand
in front of a store passing leaflets asking people not to eat grapes or
not to buy at that store. You know? So it isn't that we do not have
the power -we do have the power. We have just got to learn how
to put all of our power together, how to organize, and how to work
together. We can stop some of these terrible things that are coming
down upon us right now.
I was with Medea Benjamin in Salinas, California, on Saturday.
There was a read-out that went on for 24 hours with different
people. Hector Elizondo, the actor, came. Jose Montoya, the poet.
There were bands and this was a beautiful, beautiful event. They
had tents all over the place and farm worker flags everywhere, and
they were trying to keep the Cesar Chavez Library open, and the
John Steinbeck Library open, and another library. Here you have
Monterrey County, where you have some of the richest agricultural
growers, the Bruce Churches. (Bruce Church, by the way, is the
company that owns the land that Cesar Chavez's grandfather
homesteaded in Arizona.) These are multi-millionaires, and then
we look at our own government and we know that schools are being
closed, and everywhere that you go schools are closing and teachers
are being laid off. Adult education classes are being totally canceled
in many counties here in California.
You think how can this be, in the richest country in the world?
When Franklin Delano Roosevelt was president during World War
II, people were asking, "How are we going to be able to pay for the
war to fight Hitler?" And even with the war going on Roosevelt
said, "We will not cut not even one dollar from public schools or
libraries because schools and libraries are the soul of America."
Now we have this administration that is doing just the
opposite. There has been talk about taxation and we know that we
have to start changing that tune and changing that dialogue and say,
"Yes, we need to have more taxes to pay for schools, to pay for
healthcare. And, especially, we need to tax those that make the
most money - they are the ones that need to pay more taxes." And
we cannot go along with this whole idea of cutting taxes because we
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know by cutting taxes we are reducing social services-we are
reducing government, and we cannot let that continue.
We have got to get busy and remember what Cesar Chavez
taught us -that we can do this, that we have got the power, but we
have got to go out there and work. We know that our Governor is
calling for a special election in November, and of course he is going
after the teachers. He wants them to now to be paid based on merit
instead of being paid on seniority. You can imagine what will
happen to our disadvantaged schools where our teachers are just
struggling to stay in there, and they are going to be losing money.
You are going to be losing more and more teachers because they just
cannot hang in there anymore. He is going after the labor unions,
saying labor unions will not be able to use their dues money to
contribute to political candidates. If we look at the last election,
what is the difference between the blue states, and the red states?
You had the blue states on the east coast, the blue states on the west
coast.
The difference was labor unions, because labor unions build
organization, they can communicate with their members, they have
organization to give money to candidates, their members can get out
there and walk precincts, and get people elected. Labor is the
difference. Schwarzenegger would like to reduce the power of labor
by supporting an initiative on the ballot that unions cannot use their
dues to give to political candidates, so we can get more conservative
candidates elected. That is what he would like to do. He is going
after the redistricting, the way that our Congressional candidates are
elected. He has got a long list - he is going after the pensions.
Pensions for public employees, so they can do what they are talking
about doing with social security -that they can put money into their
private accounts instead of having their retirement system that they
now have. Of course part of going after public pensions is to also
get rid of that retirement -the public retirement board, which has
done such an incredible job after going for some of the wrongdoings
of the corporations. This is a big long laundry list of things that we
have to worry about. And of course we also have to worry about
the initiative that they are going to have against immigrants. We
really have a lot of work to do, and we have to remember what Joe
Hill said, "Don't mourn, organize." Don't mourn, organize.
I am going to ask a question right now. How many people here
actually voted in the last election - just let me see your hands - how
many people voted? Okay. Put your hands down now. I am going
to ask another question. How many of you actually went out there
and organized to get other people to vote? That is really good. We
can see -at most audiences when I ask that question, probably five
people put their hand up or ten people put their hand up. I think
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between now and November during that special election, really all
of us have to get out there and really organize to make sure that
these initiatives do not pass. If anything it is going to make our
state even more backward.
At one time, California was at the top in education. We are
number 49 now. We are way at the bottom. This is not right.
As you all know, I was a Regent for a short while -
Schwarzenegger did not reappoint me. The only reason it was
important for me to be on the Board of Regents is because most of
the people-well, all of them-are millionaires or people who are
very wealthy. There is no one on that Board of Regents that really
speaks for workers or for poor people. I think that was my
contribution to the Board of Regents.
One of the things that was interesting that I learned when I was
on the Board of Regents was that the University of California has
more Nobel Prize winners than any nation in the world. The
University of California has 25 Nobel Prize winners. Isn't that
amazing? This is a public educational system and it has all of these
Nobel Prize winners. I think that really says a lot for public
education, and yet when I was on the Board, as many of you know,
we had to cut the budget by about $330 million dollars, and then the
following budget year we had to cut another 20 percent. When we
cut our educational system this way, what does this do? What does
this do? The only way that the people in power can keep their
power is if we have an uneducated public. I like to quote the
Spanish philosopher, Jose Ortega y Gasset. He was a part of the
Spanish Republic before Franco. He wrote a book called, "The
Revolt of the Masses," and the thesis of his book was that if you do
not have an educated public, or an educated citizenry, what you
have is mob rule. What you have is mob rule. If they can eliminate
public education, if they can privatize education and eliminate it,
then what does this do for us as a democracy? If you can eliminate
labor unions - what does that do for us as a democracy?
Right now we are in a situation where our democracy is being
challenged, and I want to quote Robert Kennedy, Jr. He and I were
together during the Kerry Campaign and he said something that I
thought was very profound. He said, "When you have
communism, you have government that controls corporations.
When you have fascism, corporations control government."
Corporations control government-and I think that is what we are
coming very close to-we are perhaps already there. When you
have corporations that are controlling government and trying to
eliminate government, you have a situation of anarchy where
they-the corporations -will make all of the rules for the way that
we live.
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One law I forgot to mention was the Three Strikes Law, which
has adversely affected all of our Latino and African-American
populations. Many of our young men-and growing numbers of
young women-are now prison. The gang laws are such that if one
person in a so-called identified gang commits a crime, everybody in
that identified gang goes to jail. That is, of course, very bad.
We know what we have to do. We just have to get out there
and organize. I am happy to say to you that with the foundation
that I have formed, we are now doing this. We are going into
communities. We are getting money to pay organizers and train
organizers and send them into undeserved, underprivileged
communities, to get them together so that they can learn how to
organize and how to confront the issues in their communities and
take them on. That is when the leadership in those communities
emerges; once you are able to get them involved and taking on the
issues that are affecting them, you have a real true indigenous
leadership.
This is what I learned in working with Fred Ross, Sr., and what
I learned with Cesar Chavez, and what I hope I will continue even
after I am no longer here to be able to talk to you all. Let's keep it
going, and let's keep on working, and together we can do it.
I want to share another word with you. I think in order to fight
racism we have to remember that we are only one human race. We
are only one human race. We are different ethnic groups, of
different colors of eyes, colors of hair, colors of skin, but we are only
one human race, and our human race began where? Africa. Our
human race began in Africa, and as our human race traveled across
the globe, they went to Asia, and they got lighter. They came to the
Americas, and they got lighter. And, of course, one tribe got lost
and they went way up north and got really white out there- it was
really cold, right?
We have to remember this -that we are one human race, and
this is one way that we can fight discrimination and proclaim that
and tell people that, and not let people get away with any type of
discriminatory remarks or actions or policies. We have to make that
a major part of our mission, to fight racial discrimination along with
discrimination against women and homophobia. These are all fights
that we have to have.
The word that I want to share with you is a word from South
Africa, and it is a Zulu word. The word means, "The people are
coming together to fight for justice." The word is "wozani"-can
you say that? Wozani. I want you to share that word with me, to
just always remind us that we are just one human race and that we
are all brothers and sisters and cousins.
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I also want to ask you to share the "Viva's" with me. I think the
"Viva" that we want to say here is one for justice, because that is
what the law is about. The law is about justice. So I am going to say
in Spanish, "Viva la justicia." I want all of you to shout a big loud
"Viva" as loud as you can, pretend you are farm workers. And
then-we will say one for Cesar also, one for peace-and then let's
all together say -can we do this, can we save our democracy? Can
we fight these initiatives that our Terminator Governor wants in
order to terminate all of our civilization here, and can we do it? We
know we can do it by working together, and we would like to say,
yes we can. Si, Se puede. In Spanish, "Si, Se puede" means "Yes,
we can."
All right. Now all of us working together, can we, can we save
our democracy? We know - Cesar told me when we started - we
told the farm workers, "You know what? Nobody is going to do it
for us. We have to take the responsibility. It is totally up to us.
Nobody is going to do this for us. We have got to do the work.
Okay? So can we do it? Can we save our democracy?
Cesar always said that education is what is important-
remember, Cesar only went to the eighth grade. This is a man who
never went to high school, yet he was able to accomplish so much
because he was always reading, he always had a book under his
arm-but he said the important type of education to get is an
education of the heart. Those skills that we learn -and we have to
remember that when we become professionals what we want to do
with our skills that we have-be they attorneys' skills or doctors
skills, or whatever, we need to remember to come back and work for
the people that work with their hands. The people that work with
their hands, the farm workers, the construction workers, the
garment workers, the people that pick up our garbage-these are
the people that create the wealth of the country. As professionals,
you need to come down and you need to work for them. You can
have all the money in the world if you are a millionaire, but you can
only eat three meals a day. You can only wear one suit of clothes a
day. No matter how much money you have. There is nothing
wrong with creating wealth, as long as we use that wealth for the
community, and our farm workers' pension fund, which is a little
pension fund compared to other labor unions, we have over a
hundred million dollars in that fund. I was never covered by the
pension fund, and neither was Cesar-none of the staff of the
United Farm Workers. Now that money goes directly to the farm
workers and nobody can touch it.
I remember two farm workers - I want to tell you this little
story because I think it brings to you what poor people think about
professionals. These two farm workers were sweeping up after one
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of our campaigns and one worker said to the other one, "What
happened to Guillermo?" -this young man named Bill, who was a
college student who came to help us during this campaign. The
other worker said, "Oh, he went back to college." Then the first
worker said, "Well, what's he going to learn in college?" and the
other farm worker's answer was, "C6mo atornillar a los pobres." In
English that means, "How to screw the poor." You know? We
know that out of this law school, which is a very prestigious law
school, we are not going to have anybody do that. They are going to
come back and they are going to help the poor and they are going to
fight for justice, not only here at the local level, but also on the
global level.
Si, se puede. Thank you very much.
MR. PETER EDELMAN: This subject of economic justice, of
growing inequality in America, is my passion. I think it is crucial
and very timely. We have a huge gap between rich and poor in our
country. Dolores Huerta talked about the particulars of it and some
of the people, and that is one way to talk about it. The Meta point is
that the gap between rich and poor has been growing and getting
worse and worse for the last 30 years. We have had large gaps
between rich and poor in this country from the very beginning, but
it has actually been getting worse. Our country is twice as
prosperous as it was 30 years ago, but almost all of that increasing
income and wealth has stuck at the top. I think that is morally
unacceptable, in terms of the wealthy paying their fair share and in
terms of the ability of millions of people to make ends meet. The
number of people in economic difficulty is much larger than 35-plus
million, unacceptable in itself, who we call poor.
In the 1970s, there was an economist named Arthur Okun at the
Brookings Institution who wrote an essay called "The Leaky
Bucket." He said he was appalled to report that the top one percent
of people in this country had the same total income as the bottom 20
percent. Now the top one percent has the same income as the
bottom 40 percent, which means that there are about 2.8 million
people who have the same total income as 112 million people.
Let's look at what has happened to the wages for the median
job in this country. Half the jobs, talking in terms of 2003 dollars, in
1973 paid less than $12.53 an hour. In 2003 half the jobs paid less
than $13.62 an hour. In 30 years there was a gain of a dollar and
nine cents. It's not that we didn't get richer, as a country. Almost
all of the gains went to people at the top. And half our workers get
paid less than about $28,000 a year- assuming they had the job full-
time, all year. That should bother us, a lot.
Spring 2006]
HASTINGS RACE AND POVERTY LAW JOURNAL
What concerns me the most is the number of people who live in
what we call "extreme poverty," below half the poverty line, below
$7500 dollars for a family of three. That number has gone up by
three million people since 2000. It went up from 12 and a quarter
million, to 15 and a quarter million. In other words, 40 percent of
the poor, over five percent of our people, live in extreme poverty. It
is just a shocking number.
Over the last 30 years the median income for the top one
percent went up by two and a half to three times. The median
income of the bottom 20 percent went down.
I want to talk at some length about the fact that the issue really
is not just poverty. Many of you know the work of Wider
Opportunities for Women, the self-sufficiency index, and some of
you know the work of the Economic Policy Institute, Heather
Boushey. If you look at what it takes to pay the bills, the income
that you have to have to make it every month and not go short on
something important like going to see a doctor when you need to, or
being able to pay the electric bill-that point is about twice the
poverty line. Of course it varies by locality around the country.
Wages have not gone up, but the cost of healthcare if you are not
insured, the cost of childcare, and especially the cost of rental
housing, have shot through the roof.
The number of people who are in trouble, with income up to
about twice the poverty line, is about 90 million. This is a large
number. Is there a politics associated with that? There should be
but there is not.
This is our challenge. It has important implications for race and
poverty, for politics and for social change. There is a lot of
discussion about why people voted as they did in 2004. I suggest
that people did not vote out of concern for their pocketbooks
because I do not think the Democratic Party appealed to their
pocketbooks. I do not think the Democratic Party talked to them
about what I am talking about this evening.
There is something of a dilemma. You know the old saying,
"When you're up to your neck in alligators, it's hard to remember
that you came to drain the swamp." We are not doing very well at
either one of those right now. We are not doing really well at
fighting the alligators, and we are sure not draining the swamp. We
do have to fight back now. There is a systematic continuing effort to
destroy the Great Society, the New Frontier, the New Deal, and the
achievement of the Progressive Era. We are headed back to the
Guilded Age, back to the Robber Barons, and back to Social
Darwinism. That is what we are facing. I think Abraham Lincoln
would turn over in his grave. He spoke of a government of the
people, by the people, for the people. What we have now is a
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government of the few, by the few, and for the few.
We are not going to win that fight unless we have a vision of
where we want to go and what we want to achieve. We on the
progressive side have not had a vision. You know the old saying, if
you do not know where you want to go, you sure will not get there.
That is where we are headed right now. The Democrats are caught
in a loser's loop. They are saying, "We lost, so let's make ourselves
more like the people who beat us and then maybe we will win."
"We lost, so let's do the same things that did not work and see
if it works next time."
"We lost, so let's compromise and give them some of what they
want, and then maybe people will vote for us."
Or, "We did not really want to win because we were afraid we
would have to make compromises if we won."
These are loser's loops. We need to break out of those. We
need the vision to get people to see the way to a winning loop. This
consists of many things, and we are here to talk about some of them:
a vision of economic and racial and social justice that, along with
other progressive values, is going to take us back to a path to a
progressive America. I think it's possible.
Dolores talked about what it was like when they started the
farm labor movement. And what did they say? We can do it. Did
the people who started the civil rights movement going all the way
back to the students who sat-in, the students of SNCC,l did they say,
"It's not possible," -of course not. The environmental movement,
the women's movement, and the gay rights movement-what does
everybody say? We can do it. I think that a movement for
economic/ racial/ social justice is possible. We survived Nixon. We
survived Reagan. We survived Gingrich. I think we can get past
these people.
Let me do a little thought experiment with you, which I
experienced last weekend with a group call 21st Century Democrats.
They work on organizing for progressive candidates and have been
around for about 20 years.
In 2004, they particularly made a difference in Minnesota,
where the Democrats almost took back the legislature, won thirteen
seats out of the fourteen they needed. They were behind by
fourteen, and now they are behind by one. The organization was
also especially helpful in Oregon, where there were good results for
Democrats. They are trying now to think strategically. This is the
scenario we came up with in our brainstorming. The question is,
"How do we get there?" I think you will agree this is a delicious
scenario.
1. Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.
Spring 2006]
HASTINGS RACE AND POVERTY LAW JOURNAL
In 2012, there is a progressive president, progressives control
both houses of Congress, and there are progressive governors, and
majorities in more than half the state legislatures, including all or
nearly all of those that have big blocks of electoral votes.
Why do I start there in a conversation about economic and
social justice, ending racism, and ending poverty? Because I think
those of us who work on issue and policy advocacy need also to be
involved in electoral politics. I think from listening to the discussion
today that you here, in this room, understand that. But there are
people I know who are involved in policy work, in issue advocacy,
who work dam hard, but when it comes to electoral politics, they
say, "No, no, no, that' not me. I don't do that. I do issue work."
They miss the point about connecting to other people, about seeing
the connections and having people join together on a message that
one of the individual groups actually works on, beyond having a
little piece of it. You cannot just do the issue work and expect to get
the kind of change that you want to get.
As important as organizing farm workers is, or doing living
wage campaigns, or doing sweatshop campaigns, or the Wal-Mart
work, if you just do it by itself, you do not get there.
There is another message, and again it is mostly not for people
in this room, but it goes with getting the issue people to see the
importance of the electoral politics. One of the nice things I see is
many more young people who are interested in politics, but some of
them are political junkies, and they love it for the game. It gets their
adrenaline going. That's not good enough because we cannot and
should not do politics just to win. We need to do it to make a
difference for our country and for the world, and that is a message
that some people need to hear.
Now back to my thought experiment. How do we get to this
delicious outcome in 2012? One of the things I want to say here in
San Francisco is that this is a big country. We need to think about
these things outside of San Francisco. How did that scenario come
to pass in 2012?
It started in 2006, and it was bottom up. You remember last
year, in Colorado, that there was a surprising vote for the
Democrats. They elected a moderate, but a Democrat, to the U.S.
Senate and made major changes in their state legislature, because
people rebelled against the irrational and destructive tax limits that
the radical right wing politicians had imposed in their state. You
think Proposition 13 is bad in California. TABOR,2 in Colorado, was
even worse. Middle income people could not get the services that
they believed government should provide them. It is about their
2. Taxpayer's Bill of Rights.
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self-interests, and they voted for the Democrats.
That started to spread to other key states in 2006. Of course,
there were organizers on the ground, pushing people to come out to
register and vote. There were public intellectuals. There were lots
of people who were talking about how the whole bottom half has
gotten the short end of the stick in this country, and the top one
percent and the top five percent have made out like bandits. It
became clearer to more and more people that the Bush
Administration had overreached.
The economic message activated voters who had been enticed
by the conservative social agenda on gay marriage and abortion in
2004. This is a really important point. John Kerry and the
Democrats did not speak to people about their own economic and
pocketbook situation. Did not. So the people had two choices-
nothing over here, and gay marriage and abortion over there. They
were not necessarily all that interested in gay marriage and
abortion. That got them going because they were not offered other
things that they were also interested in. Read "What's the Matter
with Kansas," by Thomas Frank, if you haven't.
The 2010 census was really important, along with the steady
gains that had been registered by progressives in each of the
electoral cycles up until then, and so enough state legislatures were
controlled by Democrats by 2010 to create fair districting, and end
the Tom Delay style of brazen gerrymandering in key states. By
2012, everything came together, from the bottom to the top. It's a
great thought experiment, right?
Let me make six points about what we need to do to make it
happen. One is, those of us on the progressive side have been doing
our politics with one hand tied behind our back. I am talking about
everything that has to do with economics and especially corporate
special interests that make the lives of regular people tougher every
day by paying low wages and shortchanging on benefits, and of
course by injuring consumers and customers in dozens of ways.
Why has this not been in the Democrats' arsenal? Why haven't
they been talking about this? M-O-N-E-Y. Democrats have been
raising money from these interest groups for a long time and they
have gotten very good at it. They have gone to the electorate with
one hand tied behind their back. Perhaps internet fundraising can
help to change that. In 2004, Howard Dean and then John Kerry
discovered that they could raise money on the internet from lots of
people. Ironically, the Republicans discovered that a long time ago.
I hope that can make a difference. And I would argue that if we
have a fully three-dimensional economic politics, the progressive
side is going to sound - and be - much more connected to the real
concerns of real people. I think it is starting. We heard Brad
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Seligman talk about what they are doing vis-A-vis Wal-Mart. What I
am talking about is anti-Wal-Mart politics writ large.
Two, we need to keep race and gender in the political equation.
There is a kind of dilemma, a built-in problem here because I also
think we need to have more of a politics that's based on what unites
us, instead of what divides us. I think it's possible to do both of
those things. These are questions of economics, and so many people
who have lost out cut across lines of race and ethnicity and gender,
and I think that the cross-cutting appeal of all that is important.
Everybody here knows that poverty and economic struggle are
not an equal opportunity fact. They are not an equal opportunity
fact because African Americans and Latinos and Native Americans,
and some within the Asian-American community, and some groups
of different national origins, are poor at about two and a half times
the levels of whites. What is wrong with that picture? I suggest that
that is where those words race and poverty come together.
Women-the single moms with children-are poorer at about
five times the rate for two parent families and women generally are
still getting paid substantially less for the same work as men.
Poverty and economic struggle are race and gender issues. They are
race and gender issues, and we have to say that.
Civil rights politics in this country has become a politics of
affirmative action. I am not here to talk about that one way or
another, but poverty is also a civil rights issue. The civil rights
leadership of this country has really never been deeply involved in
the question of poverty. In fact, 23 percent of African Americans are
poor, 23 percent of Latinos are poor, and similar percentages of
Native Americans are poor. Poverty is a civil rights issue.
Three, our values are enduring, but what we emphasize and
how we talk about racial and social justice have not been effective
enough. There are two other points that can be woven into what I
call a Robert Kennedy and Paul Wellstone politics -they are about
community and about responsibility. That is what Robert Kennedy
was fundamentally about-both of those things. There is a national
struggle, but there is also a continuing and simultaneous challenge
to build for justice and work toward the end of poverty in every one
of our communities. Talking about that should be part of the
national discourse, and how we enable and support and encourage
that from the national level should be part of our conversation.
Our work in communities is not just about public policy. It is
about what we can all do, every one of us, to take responsibility for
all of our children, to see that every child is ready by age five to start
school, and ready by age 21 for work and further education and
civic participation. It is about what we can all do to help in seeing
that employees earn enough from their work to make ends meet and
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raise their families, whether it is living wage work, or labor
organizing. It is about what we can all do to see that there is
affordable housing for everybody. These things are not only about
public policy, although that is a critical component of it. It is about
what we can all do to end discrimination wherever it appears. It is
the agenda for everyone in every community in America, and I do
not think our national politics really connects to that, really includes
those ideas. Community - it is a powerful idea.
Then also individual responsibility, but not the way the
Republicans talk about it. Not sink or swim. Not, "I'm alright Jack,
you get off." It is a question of individual responsibility,
intersecting with community responsibility -both of them, not one
or the other.
Four, we can end poverty in the United States. We have to
believe that, and I will tell you, it is absolutely true. The Blair
Government in the United Kingdom pledged a few years to end
child poverty in Great Britain by the year 2020, and they are on pace
to do that. We can do that if they can do that. Of course, it is
complicated. There are global issues, there are macroeconomic
issues, there are challenges of fair income from work, there are
challenges about healthcare, childcare, housing, a decent safety net,
investing in our children, ending discrimination, revitalizing
neighborhoods, providing needed services, and more. But if we are
talking about a vision and a message and creating a politics around
this, we have to believe we can do it, and we can.
Five, I want to say a word particularly to you, the law students,
as you are thinking about what you are going to do. There
obviously are not enough public interest jobs out there right away
for all of you. Public Advocates wants to hire all of you, but it just
can't. You have loans to pay back, many of you. Going to a public
university is not a low tuition deal anymore. But remember, at least
some of you can do public interest work from any venue.
We need to have a broad view of what public interest lawyering
is. We had Brad Seligman here who is a fabulous litigator, who is
doing the Wal-Mart litigation and who stands for the proposition
that litigation can make a difference in bringing about social change.
But he himself said that you do not bring a lawsuit in isolation, that
you have to connect it to other strategies if you are going to be at all
effective, so organizing work and legislative work, and the use of
communications are all part of a three dimensional approach.
But I also want to emphasize that there is such a thing as a
policy lawyer. We do not have enough of a concept for our law
student who are interested in going into public interest work, that
policy work-connected to all the rest of these things-is a valid
and important way to do things. That is not to say that there are not
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big cases to be brought under statutes and under state constitutions,
but the kind of stereotypical dream of the lawyer of becoming
Thurgood Marshall and bringing the next Brown v. Board of
Education is not there anymore. The Supreme Court decided, as far
as poverty is concerned, 35 years ago that it is not there. So I want
you to think about policy lawyering.
Sixth, and finally, we do need to fight back right now. We need
to say to people who are supposed to be representing us in
Washington, and in Sacramento, too, "Get off your butt. Get your
tail out from between your legs." If you are going to lose like on the
bankruptcy bill, which is a terrible piece of legislation, at least say
clearly why it's wrong, and what the right answer is. If we are
going to lose something now, let's make the right point as we lose,
so we can win later. Of course, let's try to win now, which I am not
sure that Democrats are really doing except maybe on social
security.
Somebody reminded me of an instructive story about a
Republican Congressman from Iowa named Jim Nussle. He is now
the Chairman of the House Budget Committee. When President
Clinton was in office and before the Gingrich crowd took over in
1994, Jim Nussle showed up on the House floor one night with a bag
over his head to demonstrate his disdain for the policies of the
Clinton Administration. A lot of people said, "What a bush league
stunt."
As I said, he is now the Chairman of the House Budget
Committee. You start now making the point, and you find out later
on that that is one of the ways you win. I am tired of Ted Kennedy
being the only voice that we hear - now maybe that is a media
problem - and I think he is fabulous, but so often he is the only
voice that we hear, saying in words of one syllable what these
people are doing.
We need to have a winner's loop. We need a vision that we
state clearly over and over, and a strategy that informs what we do
right now and guides us every day, and a belief that we can win and
that we will win. I know that there are barriers about resources and
that there are barriers about a lot of things to getting this done, but
we need to believe that we can win, and I think we will.
Robert Kennedy, who is my role model, used to say often, "We
can make a difference." He had two ideas really -one was, "One
person can make a difference," and the other was, "We can make a
difference." That's a different idea. That's about coalitions and
community. I believe both of those things, so strongly. You can
make a difference, each one of you. We can make a difference, and
we will, but only if we try. Thanks very much.
[Vol. 3
